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African-American slave autobiographies, commonly known as slave narratives, 
reflect the soul and spirit of an oppressed people. This study analyzes two widely known 
slave autobiographies of the nineteenth century: Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the 
Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself ( 1845) and Harriet 
Ann Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Written by Herself ("1861). This study 
argues that through writing their autobiographies as freed persons, these two narrators 
navigate through and overcome racist and sexist constructions of their genders in order to 
create new and empowered identities. As a methodology, this thesis uses an 
intersectional paradigm of race, gender, class and sexuality to reveal the close connection 
between gender and identity that underscores the development of a new and empowered 
selfhood. 
From this study, this thesis derives three main conclusions. First, race 
complicates gender identities through the suppression of the enslaved person’s humanity. 
Second, gender complicates racial identities through the reduction of black manhood and 
womanhood as human chattel. Finally, Douglass and Jacobs achieve and assert their 
newly created personal identities through the creation of rhetorical devices and creative 
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survival strategies. As a result, their autobiographies challenge the traditional mode and 
content of American autobiography. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
African-American slave autobiographies, commonly called slave narratives, 
reveal the soul and spirit of an oppressed and dejected people who triumphed over 
insurmountable odds to achieve self-actualization. Moreover, these autobiographies 
show the suppression of the enslaved blacks’ identities to a marginalized existence in the 
slavocracy. According to Frances Smith Foster, “Written after the physical escape had 
been accomplished and the narrators were manumitted or fugitive slaves, these narratives 
were retrospective endeavors which helped the narrators define, even create, their 
identities as they attempted to relate the patterns and implications of their slavery 
experiences” ( Witnessing Slavery 3). African-American slave narrators developed these 
autobiographies for two main reasons. First, fugitive or manumitted slave narrators used 
the act of writing to remember and relive their experiences in slavery, and this provided a 
cathartic release from the psychological trauma that was engendered. Second, they 
desired to challenge the inaccurate depictions of the enslaved black, and their primary 
objective was to present the truth about American slavery, “the peculiar institution”, 
through their eyewitness testimonies and experiences. Harriet Jacobs writes, “Only by 
experience can anyone realize how deep, and dark, and foul is that pit of abominations” 
(2). In essence, only the ex-slave can accurately portray life under enslavement and 
reveal the embedded nuances within the complex system. Thus, the narrators assumed an 
active and creative role in shaping their autobiographical narratives and, ultimately, their 
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personal identities as freed persons. Writing their autobiographies allowed the narrators 
to confront their victimization and assert their personal identities and humanity. 
The evils of slavery, soul murder and deconstruction of the self, confronted the 
slave narrators and placed them in a conundrum, which plagued them as they wrote their 
narratives. As they present themselves in an accurate fashion as freed individuals, they 
encounter numerous obstacles that try to thwart their attempts toward self-definition. 
Jennifer Fleischner notes: 
Becoming a slave narrator meant trying to give expression, shape, and 
significance to those conflicts, as they made themselves felt as internal 
pressures within the inevitably prescriptive limits of literary language and 
narrative form. It also meant repeating the encounters between the 
marginalized black self and the dominant white world, in both senses of 
repeating - retelling the past and reenacting it in the present-in order to 
transform the terms, structure, and outcomes of their interactions. (4) 
The written testimonies of ex-slave narrators subvert the entrenched notions that persons 
of African descent were incapable of becoming literate. They undermine the cultural and 
political conventions that justified the inferiority of the black race and the superiority of 
the white race. These testimonies, as Foster explains, “soon became the attempts of black 
slaves and ex-slaves to alter, and eventually, to abolish an institution which was 
increasingly vital to the continued prosperity of their white audience” ( Witnessing 
Slavery 3). Douglass and Jacobs confront a hostile culture as they write about their 
experiences in slavery and portray the inner workings of the institution. 
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Foster highlights the differences between Douglass’s and Jacobs’s 
autobiographies, and this reveals the divergence of the slavery experiences by male and 
female narrators. She states: 
Male slave narrators [i.e. Douglass] tended to tell this story as humanity 
lost, then regained. They depict themselves as conditioned into accepting 
themselves as chattel then as awakening to their humanity and the 
possibilities of living self-defined lives. They claim their humanity by 
separating themselves from other slaves and fleeing to the free northern 
states. Jacobs, on the other hand, depicts herself as the young and feisty 
Linda Brent, a slave girl who knows herself to be an individual of value 
and who is decidedly aggressive in defending her right to self 
determination against those who claimed otherwise. ( Written by Herself 
95) 
Douglass and Jacobs remarkably weave into their autobiographies elements of the 
picaresque novel, sentimental fiction, and spiritual autobiography to create their lived 
experiences as human property. They employ the tasks of remembrance, revelation, and 
rediscovery to examine not only their own lives, but also to critique slavery as an 
oppressive institution. However, they negotiate the limits of literary language and 
narrative form to create truthful autobiographies of the American slave experience. As a 
result, they become victors over slavery and establish themselves as freed and creative 
individuals. Just as Douglass manipulates the young white males to teach him how to 
read and Jacobs confuses Dr. Flint while she is in her grandmother’s garret, they position 
themselves as narrators who are able to chart their own destinies. 
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Gender plays an important role in the construction of the slave narrative. In fact, 
gender conflicts arise within slave narratives, and they reveal the deeply textured and 
entangled relationships that emerged between master, mistress, and slave. These webs of 
interaction provide evidence for the class hierarchy, gender inequality, and the unequal 
treatment that were common characteristics of human enslavement. Within the 
autobiographies of the nineteenth century, a close connection between gender and 
identity underscores the development of a new and empowered selfhood. In this study, I 
will examine two slave autobiographical texts: Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself (1845) and Harriet Ann 
Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861). I will argue that 
through writing these autobiographies as freed persons, these two narrators navigate 
through and overcome racist and sexist constructions of their genders in order to create 
new and empowered identities. The following questions will guide my analysis: How 
does gender complicate racial identities? How does race complicate gender identities? 
How do race and gender shape the narrator’s development of a new and empowered 
identity? How are gender constructions racist and sexist? How does the retelling of the 
slavery experience differ in each autobiography? 
Patricia Hill Collins explains that intersectional paradigms view race, gender, 
class, and sexuality as interdependent systems of power that mutually construct the 
strained relationships between master, mistress, and slave (11). The nineteenth century 
was a unique epoch in American history because Victorian notions of manhood and 
womanhood as well as ideas of masculinity and femininity surfaced and prevailed. These 
constructions also defined men’s and women’s roles in society and their interactions with 
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each other. The white male patriarchy strictly prescribed gender roles shaping the 
constructions of white women as genteel, pious, pure, and lady-like while conversely 
depicting black women as sexual wantons, jezebels, breeders, and mammies who have 
insatiable sexual appetites. Black men were stereotyped as brutish, hypersexual, and 
violent beings only capable of physical labor and infinite sexual prowess while White 
men were viewed as the quintessential American man. Black male and female sexuality 
is only defined within the confines of white sexuality. In essence, black sexuality is 
characterized as deviant while white sexuality is characterized as normal. As a result, 
slave narrators had to confront these myths and stereotypes as they wrote their life 
stories. In an effort to address these misconceptions, the ex-slave narrators developed 
strategies and rhetorical devices that would combat such misrepresentations and portray 
truthful presentations of how they overcame the institutionalized oppression. Hazel 
Carby explains this dilemma: 
Black manhood, in other words, could not be achieved or maintained 
because of the inability of the slave to protect the black woman in the 
same manner that convention dictated the inviolability of the body of the 
white woman. The slave woman, as victim, became defined in terms of a 
physical exploitation resulting from the lack of the assets of white 
womanhood: no masculine protector or home and family, the locus of the 
flowering of white womanhood. (35) 
The stereotypical categorizations of black male and female sexuality and the suppression 
of black manhood and womanhood create an antagonistic space for these 
autobiographical narratives to exist. However, these narrators navigate through the 
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tangled contours of race, gender, and sexuality to define and embrace new and 
empowered identities. Through their writings, they construct newly created selves that 
subvert these conceptions that structure the institution of slavery. 
The dynamics of race define the contours of gender, class, and sexuality in many 
ways that inform the depictions of human enslavement. However, the intersection of 
race, class, gender, and sexuality complicate the social, political, and economic forces 
that shape the institution of slavery. Further, this complex intersection divides the roles of 
enslaved males and females into gendered spheres that inform their daily experiences. 
The dynamics of race and gender interplay within both narratives as factors that greatly 
influence their definitions of themselves and their quests for personal identities. 
A key component within both autobiographies is that men’s and women’s 
experiences are deeply gendered. The experiences of enslaved males and females differ 
as they relate them as chattel personal. Not only do Douglass and Jacobs reveal the 
brutal realities of slavery as an institution, but they also show the intimate, daily 
occurrences from their differing perspectives as they confront the racial, gender, and 
sexual ideologues of the nineteenth century. These pressures shape their lived slavery 
experiences, and their treatments of race, gender, class, and sexuality expose the 
multilayered aspects of human enslavement in the antebellum South. Thus, ex-slave 
narrators saw autobiography as their agency to dispel the myths surrounding racial, 
sexual, gender, and cultural politics in order to develop and create an empowered self that 
asserted human dignity and freedom. As William Andrews explains, “ Autobiography 
became a very public way of declaring oneself free, of redefining freedom, and then 
assigning it to oneself in defiance of one’s bonds to the past or to the social, political, and 
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sometimes even the moral exigencies of the present” (To Tell a Free Story xi). 
Moreover, Douglass and Jacobs escape from the tentacles of racial, gender, and sexual 
discrimination by dismissing the previously held beliefs about the enslaved African. As a 
result, they defiantly declare their statuses as freed human beings and proclaim that 
freedom is inherently for all of American citizens. In so doing, they gain authorial 
control to create new portrayals of themselves as victors. 
Within their narratives, Douglass and Jacobs examine the gender hierarchy as ex¬ 
slaves and reveal the deeply rooted contradictions between master, mistress, and slave 
within the ideologies of the antebellum south. As aforementioned, the gender ideologues 
that ruled during the nineteenth century framed public and private displays of manhood 
and womanhood. Thus, Douglass and Jacobs challenge the entrenched notions of white 
slave owners’ superiority within this flawed framework of gender ideology. 
The treatment of Douglass differs from the treatment of Jacobs. The type of 
treatment that Douglass was subjected to was not unknown to her; however, she never 
experienced such treatment. Jacobs was not seen in competition with Flint as Douglass 
was with Covey. In fact, Douglass was seen as a rival to Covey. The conflict between 
Covey and Douglass accentuates the flawed constructions of masculinity and manhood 
within the South. This conflict also underscores the cultural norms and views about 
gender. Jacobs was seen as inferior to Flint; however, he is portrayed as a rival to 
Jacobs’s love interests. Thus, the gender constructions within the slaveholding south 
create a class hierarchy that defined their gender roles. However, Douglass and Jacobs 
critique these gender and racial ideologues and reveal the underlying schizophrenic 
culture that arose from such a system. 
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Fights for physical dominance between master and slave were common. On the 
plantation, these fights were tests of masculine drive and inherent manhood. These 
physical battles exemplify the class hierarchy that engaged white and black men in 
conflict with each other. These battles served as ways in order to protect the social order 
of the plantation: white man as master and black man as subservient to him. On the 
other hand, sexual conflicts between men and women were much more complicated. Dr. 
Flint’s pursuit of Jacobs as his concubine traps Jacobs and identifies her as a sexual 
object. Tensions brew between Jacobs and Flint primarily because of Jacobs’s rebellion. 
She is clear that she does not want Flint as her lover, not only because she does not desire 
him, but she also knows that submitting sexually to him would lead to his complete 
domination of her and the beginning of her degradation as an enslaved black female. 
The issue of gender is a central component within Jacobs’s narrative, for in her 
autobiography she reveals female sexual degradation that subverted the common 
sentimentality of women’s fiction and portrays a strong and self-willed woman who was 
once victimized, but is no longer a victim. Jean Fagan Yellin states: “Jacobs’s narrator 
does not characterize herself conventionally as a passive female victim, but asserts that - 
even - when young and a slave - she was an effective moral agent” {Introduction xxxii). 
Further, she emphasizes female bonding as sources of power, strength, and self- 
actualization; and it is in these relationships with these women that she finds and tries to 
emulate true examples of motherhood and womanhood. Jacobs, as narrator, 
courageously confronts the social mores and conventions that define the role of the 
woman in the nineteenth century to unveil a new self not confined by the rigid political, 
social, and cultural spheres that once encroached upon her life as a slave woman. 
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Dr. Flint’s constant pursuit of Linda Brent, Jacobs’s pseudonym, reinforces the 
theme of female sexuality as she recounts and explains this complicated relationship. 
After repeated attempts to seduce Brent as his concubine, Jacobs makes a telling 
revelation which reveals the gender differences between enslaved men and women in 
antebellum slave society. She states,“Slavery is terrible for men, but is far more terrible 
for women. Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, 
and mortifications peculiarly their own” (77). Jacobs highlights the devaluation of 
female sexuality and womanhood. She exposes the sexual objectification and 
commodification that plagued the daily lives of enslaved females. As a result, she 
undermines the cultural regulations of being a passive victim and gains empowerment 
from asserting her new identity, bell hooks agrees: “Although it in no way diminishes the 
suffering and oppression of enslaved black men, it is obvious that the two forces, sexism 
and racism, intensified and magnified the sufferings and oppressions of Black women” 
(22). Gender politics engenders the system of slavery and further engenders a complex 
nexus of relationships that entrenched notions of black female inferiority and white male 
dominance. Therefore, racial politics also become a major issue that shapes Jacobs’s and 
Douglass’s journeys from bondage to freedom. Within slavery, racial and gender politics 
are interconnected from both enslaved males and females, and this underscores the 
exploitation that prevailed. 
Racial politics play an important role in the construction of self within the 
narratives. Color discrimination complicates the dynamics of gender and reveals the 
double burden of slavery that is commonly associated with the enslaved female, but it 
also applies to enslaved male narrators, although more implied than explicit within male 
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slave narratives. The plight of enslaved men and women based on the color of their skin 
diminishes their inner self-worth and, in essence, deconstructs their being. Race 
engenders their invisibility and justifies their oppression within the antebellum south, and 
it ultimately causes a stumbling block in the path of achieving a new and empowered self. 
Racial insults such as nigger, black jip, and black scum were used to keep them in 
“proper” places and accept their denigrated position. Racial discrimination prevents them 
from asserting their new and empowered identities because it threatens the whites’ way 
of life. Thus, color bias marginalizes them and denies their presence in American life. As 
a result, autobiography becomes a way for Douglass and Jacobs as well as other ex-slaves 
to remove the veil of silence and invisibility. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr. asserts, ex-slaves 
had to “write themselves into being” {The Slave's Narrative xxiii). Thus as narrators, 
Douglass and Jacobs confront the racial myths and misconceptions that existed to combat 
misrepresentations of themselves and convey the true story of human enslavement. 
The act of self-presentation becomes important to the slave narrators because it 
allows them to create significance and meaning for a conflicted sense of self and define 
identities that the narrators could claim as their own. Thus, the slave autobiography 
becomes an important tool for the ex-slaves to present themselves as fully human and 
free individuals who represent a race who continue to be enslaved. As narrators, they 
convince their audience, which is predominantly white, that the status, stigma, and 
stereotypes of being a slave can no longer be associated with them. Moreover, Douglass 
and Jacobs exhibit authorial control to fashion themselves as they desire, and this links 
with their passion to acquire their own identity, for it allows them true self-expression 
within the American democracy. 
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Building from this introduction, Chapter two will examine Douglass’s Narrative. 
I will focus on how “the double burden of slavery”, the mixture of race and gender, 
applies to Douglass’s plight. I intend to show how Douglass subverts the flawed and 
complex definitions of masculinity and manhood in order to assert a new and empowered 
identity. Chapter three will focus on Jacobs’s Incidents. Nineteenth century formations 
of womanhood and femininity will be deconstructed to analyze Jacobs’s position as an 
enslaved black female. Additionally, I will examine how The Cult of True Womanhood 
became the guidepost for women during this period and how Jacobs undermines these 
cultural definitions to reveal how they were inappropriately applied to enslaved black 
women. As a result, this study will reveal Jacobs’s ascent from the crippling gender 
constructions and demoralizing nature of human enslavement and her attainment of an 
empowered self that reappraised the image of the black woman in chains. Finally, 
concluding this thesis will show divergent treatments of slavery within the two narratives. 
CHAPTER II 
FREDERICK DOUGLASS, GENDER, AND IDENTITY 
The 1845 publication of Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, 
Written by Himself remarkably impacted nineteenth century American life and culture. 
Its entrance onto the literary landscape was explosive, and its subsequent reception was 
phenomenal as thousands of copies were sold and translated into several languages. 
Marion Wilson Starling states that Douglass’ autobiography was “a milestone in the 
literary crusade to end slavery” (249). Its bold themes of rugged individuality and self¬ 
transformation mirrored the aspirations of the white reader who believed in the ideals of 
the American democracy. The vehement denunciation of slavery as a central component 
appealed to their sensibilities. Nevertheless, Douglass’ text is important because it 
affirms a black humanity and reconfigures as well as subverts enshrined cultural 
definitions of race and gender upon the male slave. This chapter analyzes how Douglass 
overcomes these negative constructions and crafts a new, personal identity. 
Douglass immediately confronts the inherent cultural paradoxes of American 
society with the title of his autobiography by merging the terms, American and slave, 
together. This juxtaposition reveals the deeply embedded contradictions that engendered 
institutional slavery. Douglass seems to suggest that both identities are a part of his 
essence and are crucial to the development of his new self. Both identities represent his 
past and his future. From this association, Douglass attempts to fashion his new identity 
as he navigates through the tangled maze of racial discrimination and gender devaluation. 
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The title is coupled with this phrase is Written by Himself. Albert E. Stone explains that 
this phrase is the most interesting part of the title because it “suggests] the poles of 
Douglass’s experience - his past as dependent slave [and] his present as independent 
author” (66). It strengthens and affirms Douglass’s role as narrator, and in addition to 
this, corroborates his testimony. As a result, he proves himself as a creative agent of his 
personal selfhood and displays his political and polemical purposes for his Narrative. 
Cultural and social definitions of race are problematic for Douglass, for they 
suppress his voice and render him invisible. Further, and most importantly, these 
constructions, in Douglass’ view, inhibit the freedom of self-expression, and this is the 
core of Douglass’s journey from bondage to freedom. William L. Andrews states: “To 
Douglass, the power to use language to change the minds of others is the greatest power 
that an individual can exert and the most compelling sign of that individual’s freedom. 
Ultimate freedom inheres in the power of self-expression - to speak freely what is on 
one’s mind and in one’s heart” (The Civitas Anthology 13). As aforementioned, this is 
what makes Douglass’s Narrative a remarkable literary offering because of its powerful 
evocation of literacy as the key to individual freedom, dignity, and opportunity. 
White slave owners’ racial considerations complicate and oppress Douglass 
because they viewed him as an object instead as a subject, and their racist definitions of 
his humanity create him as barbaric, unintelligent, and incapable of learning and 
reasoning. In his autobiographical narrative, Douglass refutes these negative perceptions 
to assert his humanity. Sophia Auld, Douglass’ mistress, teaches him how to read, even 
though she is naïve to the sophisticated structure of slavery. At first, Mrs. Auld sees his 
humanity and not the color of his skin. However, Mr. Hugh Auld forbids any further 
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instruction because of the social mores that dictated life under slavery. Mr. Auld says of 
Douglass: 
If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know 
nothing but to obey his master - to do as he is told to do. Learning would 
spoil the best nigger in the world. Now, said he, if you teach that nigger 
(speaking of myself) how to read, there would be no keeping him. It 
would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once become 
unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As to himself, it could do 
him no good, but a great deal of harm. It would make him discontented 
and unhappy. (78) 
Auld’s sentiments reflect the racist sociocultural climate of the nineteenth century and 
perpetuate the myth of the innate inferiority of the enslaved African. His ideas promote 
the subjugation of enslaved men and women and justify whites’ supposed superiority. 
Mr. Auld’s assumptions that Douglass will not benefit from learning how to read shows 
his racism towards him and serves as an obstacle in Douglass’ quest toward an individual 
identity. Auld’s remarks seem to be prophetic in tone because later Douglass becomes 
frustrated with his condition as a slave. Once exposed to the freedom of the mind by 
Mistress Auld, he ultimately asserts his physical freedom from human enslavement. 
Valerie Smith explains, “The act of reading provides the intellectual basis of his quest of 
liberation, introducing him to forbidden and unfamiliar ideas such as freedom and 
abolition” (24). For Douglass, reading provides psychological emancipation from the 
darkness of ignorance. In fact, he discovers that ignorance fuels “the white man’s power 
to enslave the black man” (78). Auld knows if Douglass becomes literate, he then cannot 
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be identified as a slave because Douglass will recognize the power of the slaveholder 
over the slave. Literacy instills into Douglass a dissatisfaction with his despised position 
and serves as “the pathway from slavery to freedom” (78). It unlocks his mind to the 
once unfamiliar ideals of liberty and gives him the chance to grasp new opportunities. In 
other words, he cannot be contented and happy with his position because he eventually 
cripples himself. Again, Douglass fashions himself to the image of the self-made man, 
and as narrator, defines this moment as a crucial step in his quest for liberation and 
attainment of a new identity. 
When Auld says, “Learning would spoil the best nigger... It would unfit him to 
be a slave (78), Auld demonstrates that he knows the power of literacy, and he seeks to 
inhibit Douglass from receiving this power because it releases Douglass from the slave 
master’s control and domination. The anguish that is associated with mental and physical 
enslavement disappears, and the psychological freedom empowers him as he begins to 
assert his new identity. Auld’s sentiments suppress Douglass’s humanity when he says 
that “He would at once be unmanageable, and of no value to his master” (78). Auld 
disregards that Douglass’ presence buttresses the Southern economy, making him a 
commodity and placing an economic value upon him. Racism dismisses the idea of a 
black humanity and black self-image because these factors threaten the class hierarchy 
and social structure of antebellum culture, and Auld recognizes that Douglass’s 
attainment of literacy encroaches upon his power and control as the slave owner. 
Later in the narrative, Douglass recalls the power of literacy as an aid to develop 
his new identity when he arrives at Mr. Gardner’s shipyard. He again confronts the myth 
of the contented slave. After leaving Covey’s plantation, Douglass experiences a final 
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test of manhood when he works at Mr. Gardner’s shipyard. The white shipmen challenge 
him, and he eventually gets into a fight with them. By rebelling against them, he could 
have been lynched because the slave had no legal recourse. Four of the white shipmen 
felt threatened by Douglass’ presence and wanted to remove him from the shipyard. 
After this scuffle, he makes this telling revelation that furthers his discussion of the inner 
workings of the abominable institution. He explains: 
When in Mr. Gardner’s employment, I was kept in such a perpetual whirl 
of excitement, I could think of nothing, scarcely, but my life. I almost 
forgot my liberty. I have observed this in my experience of slavery - that 
whenever my condition was improved, instead of its increasing my 
contentment, it only increased my desire to be free, and set me to thinking 
of plans to gain my freedom. I have found that, to make a contented slave, 
it is necessary to make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken his 
moral and mental vision, and as far as possible, to annihilate the power of 
reason. He must be able to feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought 
to that only when he ceases to be a man. (135) 
As mentioned, Douglass challenges the myth of the contented slave and revises 
the image by constructing himself as an individual who does not accept mental apathy 
and ignorance. He, once again, repudiates the institution of slavery and boldly confronts 
these ideologies of race and gender and constructs a new and empowered self that 
subverts the existing racial stereotypes and misconceptions of the nineteenth century 
Auld’s racist remarks end, “As to himself, it could do him no good, but a great 
deal of harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy” (78). Douglass challenges 
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the myth of the contented and happy slave by showing the mental and physical 
degradation to which he becomes subjected. He reveals that being enslaved causes 
emotional, psychological, and social stress and fatigue and leads the slave into a state of 
being contented with slavery. In Auld’s eyes, slavery serves a social good for the 
enslaved and protects him from the indecencies of life. In actuality, it cripples young 
Douglass and relegates him to submission. After listening to Auld’s argument, 
Douglass discovers the importance of literacy and how it would help improve his 
condition. His response to his argument shows that his self-transformation has begun. 
He states, “What he most dreaded, that I most desired. That which to him was a great 
evil, to be carefully shunned, was to me a great good, to be diligently sought; and the 
argument which he so warmly urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire 
me with a desire and determination to learn” (79). Douglass inverts Auld’s racist 
remarks and uses them as sources of strength, inspiration, and empowerment. Auld’s 
greatest fear becomes realized when Douglass begins this journey from slavehood to 
selfhood. As Douglass listens to this argument, he becomes enthralled with the notions 
of individualism and independence. The discovery that literacy is a key to his new 
identity excites self-confidence within him and spurs him forward in his quest toward 
manhood. In Douglass’ view, literacy opens a new world of possibilities that were once 
unavailable to him and provides a way to begin the process of self-transformation. 
Once Mistress Auld became sophisticated about the intricacies of the institution 
of slavery, she was imbued with the “fatal poison of irresponsible power” and began to 
inhibit young Douglass from improving his reading skills (77). In fact, she became more 
venomous in her tactics than Master Hugh Auld did in keeping Douglass from reading 
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and advancing himself. In response, Douglass asserts that “Slavery proved as injurious to 
her as it did to me” (81). He further explains her reason for mistreating him: she realizes 
that “education and slavery were incompatible with each other” (82). However, Douglass 
refuses to return to the mental darkness of ignorance and illiteracy that is associated with 
being enslaved and defiantly as well as rhetorically declares to his mistress: “The first 
step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given me the inch, and no 
precaution could prevent me from taking the elF’ (82). Douglass becomes strengthened 
by the initial steps toward achieving his identity and refutes the crippling myths and 
stereotypes surrounding his existence. At this point, he recognizes and asserts his 
personal dignity and begins to rebel against the racist social and cultural ideologies that 
attempt to prescribe his existence. 
Young Douglass at twelve years old encounters a book entitled The Columbian 
Orator, and this book strengthens his resolve to become psychologically and physically 
emancipated. This book allows him to articulate ideas that he had only thought about, 
and he explains: 
What I got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery and a 
powerful vindication of human rights. The reading of these documents 
enabled me to utter my thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought 
forward to sustain slavery, but while they relieved me of one difficulty, 
they brought on another even more painful than the one which I was 
relieved. The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my 
enslavers... As I writhed under it, I would at times feel that learning to 
read and write had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a 
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view of my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to 
the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get out. (84) 
Douglass crafts his language superbly to recount the impact of this book upon his young 
life. This imagery confronts the reader and shows the beginning stages of his self¬ 
transformation. For him, the link between abolitionism and activism occurs through 
literacy, and this becomes evident in his careful usage of language. As Douglass reflects 
upon this incident, he shows how the tenets of education and the ideologies of slavery 
warred within his own soul. He discovers that Auld’s assertions were being realized as 
he read this book, and these complexities plague him during his quest for liberation. 
Reading becomes a painful act for Douglass because it forces him to analyze the 
brutalities and inconsistencies of slavery. It seems overwhelming for him that he once 
wishes to be ignorant, but this lasts temporarily as he boldly declares, “The silver trump 
of freedom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom now appeared to 
disappear no more forever. It was heard in every word and seen in everything. It was 
ever present to torment me with a sense of my wretched condition” (84-85). Even though 
reading provides a traumatic experience, he endures this moment and focuses on his 
future as a freed person, psychologically, socially, spiritually, and physically. Thus, 
reading also provides a foundation for which Douglass can create his own new identity. 
The slave owner’s racial attitudes inhibit Douglass from attaining his new and 
empowered personal identity. Throughout the Narrative, however, Douglass crafts 
himself as a victor over racism and subverts the racist myths and misconceptions that 
surround enslaved blacks and portrays himself as a freed human being and as an 
American citizen. Douglass shows how racist constructions hinder his manhood and 
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complicate his status as a black man in American society. He also shows how race is 
problematic for him and other enslaved blacks and how it causes their marginalization 
within American society, hi short, Douglass’ Narrative boldly confronts the racist 
Southern culture and asserts the humanity of all enslaved blacks. 
The dynamics of gender also portray a prominent role within the Narrative, for 
they reveal the complexity of gender roles, the flawed nineteenth century constructions of 
manhood, and the skewed gender hierarchy that engenders gender divisions on the 
plantation. Patricia Hill Collins states, “The objectification of people of African descent 
as chattel, the commodification of objectified Black bodies as property, and the 
exploitation of Black people as property and as workers are all closely linked” (55). 
Chattel slavery relies upon gender oppression, and black people as property fuels its 
political economy. Unlike Douglass, Jacobs examines the impact of female sexual 
degradation and the devaluation of black female sexuality and how she overcomes the 
interlocking oppressions of race, gender, class, and sexuality. On the other hand, 
Douglass, at first, accepts the tenets of white southern manhood but then revises them to 
assert his humanity amid these interlocking oppressions of race and gender. However, 
these intersecting factors create Douglass’ self within a cruel and dehumanizing 
sociopolitical culture. Throughout his autobiography, Douglass confronts the “double 
burden of slavery,” particularly the intermingling of race and gender that places his 
existence in jeopardy. Ann Kibbey and Michelle Stepto explicate this phenomenon: 
By equating “slave” and “nonhuman”, slavery systematically negates the 
real structure of the slave as a human subject, and by physical violence, 
forces him to deny- in public utterance at least - personal will or desire to 
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live within the restrictions of this meaning. Likewise, slavery denies 
human stature to the master, since he must articulate his status as master in 
the form of the command - whose lack of pronominal inflection, making 
neither “I” nor “you”, abjures discourse between subjects - and enforce 
his command with the nonverbal “utterance” of the whip. (166) 
This is the dilemma that Douglass confronts throughout the Narrative: how to make a 
distinction between slavehood and manhood, human and animal. As Kibbey and Stepto 
state, the difference between slave and non-human causes a tension between his slave self 
and his new self and highlights the devaluation of Douglass’ manhood and the 
deprivation of his new identity. Southern culture’s refusal to acknowledge his humanity 
and consistency to classify him as chattel diminishes his newly created manhood and 
marginalizes his new and empowered self. 
When Douglass leaves Auld’s plantation for Edward Covey’s, he reveals the 
skewed meanings of masculinity and how these constructions disable him from asserting 
his personal identity. Under Covey’s rule, Douglass receives the harshest treatment as an 
enslaved male. He recounts this harrowing experience: 
I was somewhat unmanageable when I first went there, but a few months 
of this discipline tamed me. Mr. Covey succeeded in breaking me. I was 
broken in body, soul, and spirit. My natural elasticity was crushed, my 
intellect languished, the disposition to read departed, the cheerful spark 
that lingered about my eye died: the dark night of slavery closed upon me, 
and behold, a man transformed into a brute. (105) 
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Douglass uses powerful imagery to describe this incident, and in doing so, appeals to the 
sensibilities of the northern reader about the loss of a man’s humanity and the 
wretchedness of slavery. Douglass focuses on how his manhood is devalued and 
denigrated. At this moment, he shows how his identity as a man is suppressed. The fact 
that his manhood is tested shows the harsh treatment and the discrimination that he 
receives from Covey. Douglass’ reference to his manhood is indicative of his influence 
from other men’s autobiographies of the period such as Benjamin Franklin’s 
Autobiography. He focuses on how he alone triumphs over human enslavement and how 
he propels himself as an activist and abolitionist. Douglass’ 1845 Narrative upholds the 
individualistic views of other men’s autobiographies and affirms the theory that “a man 
can pull himself by his own bootstraps.” However, his autobiography differs from the 
traditional narrative because he is asserting his humanity and dignity against a culture 
that wishes to silence his voice and deny his existence. 
In this passage, Douglass recognizes and acknowledges the interplay of race and 
gender within his own life as a slave. As he reflects upon this incident, he discovers how 
these two factors deny his presence in American life. He further discovers how these two 
factors define his role in antebellum society. This passage is a prime example of how 
racial and gender conflicts marked Douglass’s life. Douglass’ powerful evocation of his 
feelings illustrates his response to Covey’s abuse. As Covey succeeded in taming 
Douglass, he also exerts his physical power over Douglass and revels in his supposed 
superiority. Racial categorizations dehumanize Douglass and assure the denial of his 
manhood, which is an integral part of his identity. When Douglass writes, “I was broken 
in body, soul, and spirit”, he shows how racism blatantly disregards the black male body 
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and denies human dignity. At this moment, Douglass lapses into an acceptance of his 
denigrated, despised position. The devaluation of his manhood prescribes his existence 
because it denies him the freedom to express his manhood and masculine self, which he 
urges is the same as his white male counterparts. Valerie Smith asserts: “Because of 
Covey’s persistent abuse, Douglass loses much of his independence of mind and slips 
back into the emotional lethargy he associates with mental and physical enslavement” 
(25). Douglass shows his victimization and vulnerability under Covey’s racist remarks 
and further provides a larger commentary on how racism suppresses the identity and 
humanity of enslaved males. He masterfully illustrates the denigration of his personal 
self and the violence to which he is subjected. Thus, the abuse he receives from Covey 
disallows Douglass to assert his masculine strength and self-independence. 
Douglass captures the essence of racial and gender conflicts in the last sentence, 
“behold, a man transformed into a brute”, and he shows how these binary oppositions, 
man and animal, operated within slavery. He reveals that racism and sexism deduces his 
manhood and does not recognize his sense of his masculinity. In fact, these factors do 
not acknowledge his inherent humanity and inhibits him from asserting his new and 
empowered self. However, Douglass navigates through these constructions to show how 
race and gender created obstacles in the assertion of his new identity. The cultural 
definitions of race and gender trap him into a maze of white supremacy and limit his 
potential as a freed human being. Douglass thus becomes victim to a violent, oppressive 
culture that hinders his self-expression. This transformation ultimately shows how racial 
distinctions complicate and oppress his gender identity. 
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Furthermore, Douglass evokes the man vs. man conflict to portray the tensions 
between Covey and himself. This tenuous relationship reveals the white supremacist 
ideology that placed Covey as master and Douglass as his slave and reflects the larger 
conflict between black and white men on the plantation. When Douglass arrives on the 
Covey plantation, he is literate and filled with an indomitable will. However, Covey’s 
reputation as a “niggerbreaker” challenges Douglass’s newly discovered strength. In 
fact, Covey’s constant beatings crush his spirit, causing him to momentarily lose his 
determination to become free. Thus, Douglass is subjected to the status of subhuman and 
animal as a result. In this passage, Douglass shows how this gender ideology reduces the 
manhood of the enslaved African American male and further shows how this incident 
serves as an obstacle toward achieving and asserting a new and empowered identity, a 
self that he defines amid the strictures of gender ideology and Victorian values. 
Additionally, this passage highlights the flawed sense of masculinity and distorted 
constructions of manhood within antebellum slave culture. Covey identifies physical 
strength as a characteristic of manhood and uses this as an advantage over Douglass. In 
actuality, Covey realizes as Hugh Auld did, that an enlightened and educated Douglass 
would classify him as his equal and thus threaten his authority as master. Therefore, the 
only way that Covey can feel secure in his position is to whip Douglass into submission 
and obedience, and to make Douglass a brute ensures Covey’s status as slave owner. 
However, Douglass also underscores Covey’s insecurity and explains that the poison of 
racism will not allow him to view Douglass in his humanity. 
Douglass identifies the complex connection of race and gender in this incident. 
He gives an accurate portrayal of how race and gender is used to devalue his manhood 
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and suppress his identity. Douglass realizes the competitive environment in which he has 
now entered, and this competition shows the structural inequality of white man vs. black 
man. Therefore, race complicates Douglass’ gender identity by denying him the 
attainment of his own manhood and disempowers his efforts of securing his personal 
identity. Douglass recognizes that race plays an important role in the construction of his 
gender and shows that this racist, gender ideology impinged upon his attempts to assert 
his status as a freed human being. Gates explains, “Just as the mulatto son is the 
mediation between two opposed terms, man and animal, so too has Douglass’s text 
become the complex mediation between the world as the master would have it and the 
world as the slave knows it” (Figures in Black 93). Douglass grapples with the insidious 
connection between slave and animal that prevails on the plantation. For him, this 
connection reveals the inherent racist attitudes that defined the perception of himself and 
other enslaved blacks. Thus, Douglass uses his autobiography to debunk the racial myths 
that devalued his manhood and deemed him subhuman. Douglass’ Narrative becomes a 
crucial testament to how he maneuvers through the intricate, yet complex maze of racial 
discrimination and black abnegation to discover his new self. It serves as a reminder of 
how the institution of slavery deconstructed enslaved individuals and murdered their 
inner self-worth. 
In chapter eight, Douglass describes an assessment of the slaves and animals on 
the plantation after Captain Anthony’s death. Douglass’ description of a slave auction 
shows how slaves were treated and how this affected him. He shares this incident: 
We were all ranked together at the valuation. Men and women, old and 
young, married and single, were ranked with horses, sheep, and swine. 
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There were horses and men, cattle and women, pigs and children, all 
holding the same rank in the scale of being, and were all subjected to the 
same narrow examination. Silvery-headed age and sprightly youth, maids 
and matrons had to undergo the same indelicate inspection. At this 
moment, I saw more clearly than ever the brutalizing effects upon both 
slave and slaveholder. (90) 
Douglass employs animal imagery to invoke the horrible denial of humanity and the 
gross devaluation, in fact, decimation of manhood and womanhood. In this instance, 
gender complicates racial identities because the auction does not consider the color of 
skin as a motive. Their economic value as chattel supersedes their racial identities and 
identifies them as nonhuman. The brutal connection between slave and animal oppresses 
Douglass’ gender and suppresses his material and social existence. 
When Douglass left Thomas Auld’s plantation, his status changed from a personal 
servant to field hand, and Douglass experienced harsh treatment while there. A battle for 
physical dominance and proven manhood would ensue afterwards. In his first role as field 
hand, Covey ordered Douglass to get a load of wood to bring back to the plantation. 
However, he gives him untrained oxen and a cart to go into a thicket of woods. As a 
result, Douglass loses control of the oxen and the cart, and the wood cart crashed into a 
thicket of bushes. Afterwards, Douglass reports to Covey what happened and Covey 
immediately tells him to return to the woods to get his cart. Now Covey wants to 
reprimand him for his supposed disobedience and laziness. Thus, he orders Douglass to 
remove his clothing, and he refuses. This infuriates Covey so much that he savagely 
whips him. Douglass retorts: “Upon this he rushed at me with the fierceness of a tiger, 
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tore off my clothes, and lashed me till he had worn out his switches, cutting me so 
savagely as to leave the marks visible for a long time after” (102). Douglass shows the 
clashes between Covey and himself, and his rebellion in this episode further entrenches 
Covey’s belief that Douglass is a rival to him. Therefore, he must be whipped into 
submission and servitude. Douglass’ rebellion also signals his denouncing of the fetters 
of human enslavement, and Covey realizes this in his teenage slave. Covey’s whippings 
of Douglass reveal his insecurity about him and show that he feels threatened by his 
presence. Covey’s attitude and stance reflect the flawed constructions of manhood and 
shows him how white manhood curtails black manhood. 
Afterwards, Douglass shows how his battle with Covey allows him to overcome 
the physical and psychological confines of slavery. For Douglass, Covey was its 
personification and to overthrow him would be to overthrow the institution. Douglass 
shows how he gains his manhood, and he declares, “You have seen how a man was made 
a slave. You shall see how a slave was made a man (107). After winnowing wheat in 
one of the hottest days of the year, Douglass fell ill from sunstroke. Thus, he decides to 
rest from the sun under a wagon. However, Covey becomes infuriated by this act and 
beats him with a wooden stick. As a result, the teenage Douglass decides to run away 
from Covey and his persistent abuse. He returns to his former master, Thomas Auld, for 
reprieve from Covey. However, this does not work, so he goes to Sandy Jenkins, a slave 
who believed in the power of conjuration. He gives Douglass a root that would keep 
Covey away from him at least for a while. However, once he returns to plantation, 
Covey attempts to subdue him with a rope, and in essence, shows Douglass who is in 
charge. But Douglass fights back and wrestled with Covey for two hours until he slams 
28 
him down on the ground, and Covey concedes defeat. For Douglass, engaging in this 
battle with Covey boosts his sense of his own manhood and increases his self-image, and 
he ultimately proves his manhood and asserts his humanity. In essence, physical fighting 
promotes a skewed meaning of masculinity and trumps a false notion that a man has to be 
strong. 
Douglass overcomes the racial and gender barriers that impinged upon and 
marginalized his existence. He describes the event as “a glorious resurrection, from the 
tomb of slavery to the heaven of freedom” (113). This gives him the determination to 
secure his freedom at all costs. This battle serves as a steppingstone in his quest for 
liberation and acquisition of a new and empowered identity. Douglass recalls: 
This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning point in my career as a slave. 
It rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and revived within me a 
sense of my own manhood. It recalled the departed self-confidence and 
inspired me with a determination to be free.. .My long-crushed spirit rose, 
cowardice departed, bold defiance took its place, and I now resolved that, 
however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever 
when I could be a slave in fact. (113) 
At this moment, Douglass becomes empowered as the roles temporarily change-he 
becomes master and Covey becomes his slave. This power relationship between 
Douglass and Covey reveals the skewed notions of manhood and masculinity. In order 
for Douglass to defeat Covey, he exerts a masculine drive and dogged physical strength 
that Covey cannot muster. In this setting, Douglass asserts his newly discovered 
manhood. Douglass states, “I did not hesitate to let it be known of me, that the white 
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man who expected to succeed in whipping me, must also succeed in killing me (113). 
This statement is a bold assertion from Douglass considering that he is legally enslaved 
and could receive severe repercussions for rebellion, including death. However, as a 
result, Douglass did not receive any other whippings from Covey, which means he 
seemed to have become fearful of Douglass. 
Charles Clifton shows how the notion of freedom involves an assertion of 
manhood. He states, “In the black male slave narratives, freedom took on the culturally 
acceptable and masculine-defined qualities of property, power, and privilege, long 
connected to white slave-owning men” (342). Freedom embodies and symbolizes the 
power of the enslaved black male over his white slave owner and master. In Douglass’ 
view, the desire for freedom becomes the inspiration for his disgust with slavery and 
allows him to devise a plan that will trick Mrs. Auld to teach him how to read and the 
white boys to teach him how to write. Further, the idea of freedom encourages him to 
defeat Edward Covey on his plantation. Thus, this embodiment of freedom empowers 
him to assert his masculinity and manhood in spite of the cultural and social forces that 
confine his existence. 
Douglass’ Narrative is an individualist text, meaning he does not refer to a 
collective support system as Jacobs’ narrative does. His journey from bondage to 
freedom is a solitary one because his primary purpose is to show that he exemplifies the 
tenets of American manhood. Thus, as narrator, he carefully selects incidents within the 
narrative to present himself as a self-reliant and self-made man. Further, he confronts the 
erroneous notions of manhood and subverts them to include his own sense of manhood. 
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In the end, Douglass’ autobiography gives new meanings and interpretations to freedom 
and manhood. 
CHAPTER III 
HARRIET JACOBS, GENDER, AND IDENTITY 
The emergence of the 1861 publication of Harriet Ann Jacobs’ Incidents in the 
Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself challenged the image of helpless enslaved women 
and rearticulated the cultural ideals of true womanhood and motherhood in the nineteenth 
century. Joanne M. Braxton points out: “The only work in the slave narrative genre in 
which the articulate hero is a woman, a mother, and the author of a coherent first-person 
narrative, Incidents is also the only full account of a maturing slave girl’s initiation into 
the sorrows of slave motherhood” (38). As a result, this autobiographical narrative 
becomes a central text within the slave narrative genre and the black woman literary 
tradition. Jacobs becomes the first woman ex-slave author in America to document the 
sexual abuses of black enslaved women. Further, Incidents is a remarkable text because 
it details the troubled journey from girlhood to womanhood amid the strictures of a 
Victorian culture that forbade the disclosure of a woman’s sexuality. Jacobs interweaves 
the problematic, yet intersecting factors of race, gender, class, and sexuality into her 
narrative to portray the victimization of enslaved women in the plantation South and 
show how these crucial factors play a role in suppressing the enslaved woman’s identity. 
Moreover, she subverts these crucial factors and carefully constructs her new and 
empowered self by presenting herself as a victor over the vices of slavery. In this 
chapter, I intend to show Jacobs’ strategies of asserting her new, empowered identity as 
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she revises the nineteenth century cultural ideologies of womanhood and motherhood that 
threatened to proscribe her existence. 
Jacobs’ Incidents has two primary themes at its center: the assertion of a black 
female self that values motherhood and womanhood and the attainment of physical and 
psychological freedom from the vice of human enslavement. She employs the rhetorical 
devices of nineteenth century sentimental and domestic women’s fiction to craft her 
autobiography to show her validity as the narrative’s author and to revise the conventions 
of the genre in order to depict the black enslaved female experience accurately. Thus, she 
asserts her authority as author and attests that her autobiography is truthful. She writes, 
“Reader, be assured this narrative is no fiction. I am aware that some of my adventures 
may seem incredible, but they are, nevertheless, strictly true. I have not exaggerated the 
wrongs inflicted by Slavery; on the contrary, my descriptions fall far short of the facts” 
(1 ). At the outset of her narrative, she fashions the northern white woman’s perspective 
about her condition in the slave South in order to curtail false judgment and incite 
abolitionists to grant freedom to her “sisters still in bondage” (29). Jacobs frames her 
narrative with this bold and affirmative assertion to show her agency as author and key 
participant in Incidents. 
Lydia Maria Child’s introduction does not validate her account. Child, editor of 
Incidents, crafts her comments under the rubric of a “woman’s sphere”. She carefully 
does not go against this ideology and by doing this participates in the subjugation of 
Jacobs. Child writes: 
I am well aware that many will accuse me of indecorum for presenting 
these pages to the public, for the experiences of this intelligent and much- 
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injured woman belong to a class which some call delicate subjects and 
others indelicate. This peculiar phase of Slavery has generally been kept 
veiled; but the public ought to be made acquainted with its monstrous 
features, and I willingly take the responsibility of presenting them with the 
veil withdrawn. (3-4) 
In this passage, Child usurps Jacobs’ agency by deemphasizing the emphasis on her 
sexuality, and she does not challenge the conceptions of a woman’s sexuality because of 
the rejection she will face in the midst of her peers. P. Gabrielle Foreman states, “Child’s 
language is informed by a patron-child hierarchy which mirrors the slave patriarchy, 
where slave is figured as child and master as patriarch” (316). However, Jacobs validates 
Incidents by giving it a stamp of self-approval and unashamedly challenging the cultural 
conventions of the nineteenth century. Foreman continues, “While clearly societal 
prescriptions work to censor Jacobs’s narrative, it is equally evident that she asserts her 
agency as she refuses to be constrained to the realm of articulation Child has granted her. 
In many ways, Jacobs negotiates her way through her narrative, creating gaps and 
silences on her own terms” (317). In fact, as Claudia Tate explains, she “specifically 
seeks a sympathetic white female audience, thus [her] deliberate appropriation of the 
conventions of sentimental fiction and constructions of pious womanhood (26-27). She 
fully exerts her authority in her narrative as she affirms that “Only by experience can any 
one realize how deep, and dark, and foul is that pit of abominations” (2). She realizes the 
northern white female audience’s ignorance of the intricacies of southern slavery, 
particularly sexual degradation of the enslaved black female, and deliberately imposes 
her views about her experience to further her cause of liberating herself, her children, and 
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the “two millions of women at the South” (1 ). Jacobs asserts her agency by creating 
gaps and silences within her narrative; in this way she shows authorial control of her 
narrative, and she maneuvers through the cultural and societal prescriptions to create her 
new identity. However, at times, it seems that Jacobs is bound by these prescriptions as 
well because she has concealed the names and places within the narrative as a “kind and 
considerate” gesture towards them (1). Even though she seems reluctant to recount the 
details of her experience, she continues to press forward because she realizes that writing 
allows her to confront the psychic trauma and the social as well as physical forces that 
relegated her independence. 
Jacobs’ childhood was different from other enslaved female girls as she was “so 
fondly shielded” from the reality of her status as a slave until she was six years old (3). 
The realization that she was “a piece of merchandise” instead of a regular member of the 
plantation disturbed her deeply, and eventually this conflict informs and frames her 
journey from girlhood to womanhood, from slavery to freedom. Jacobs’ childhood was 
also different because as a house slave, she was taught how to read by her mistress, which 
defied the legal codes of the day. The acquisition of literacy enabled Jacobs to prepare 
for her troublesome journey as a slave girl and helped her to resist the demands of Dr. 
Flint and the political, cultural, and social ideologies that created institutional slavery. 
However, unlike Douglass, Jacobs focuses upon community rather than literacy as the 
key factor in attaining her identity. Even though she does not focus on literacy, it enables 
her to utter her thoughts about her experience in slavery and construct a portrayal of 
enslaved black females in the antebellum south. 
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Further, Jacobs’ childhood was also different because she had examples of 
resistance against enslavement in her father and her grandmother. These examples fueled 
her determination to become a freed human being, psychologically and physically. 
Jacobs provides a brief description of her father, but she describes him as a skilled 
mechanic who “had more of the feelings of a freeman than is common among slaves” (9). 
His example of resistance fuels her flame of resistance against Dr. Flint’s sexual 
advances and the institutionalized and enshrined cultural definitions of femininity and 
womanhood. Her account of her father’s reprimand of her brother, William, for 
disobeying him when he responded to the call of his mistress shows her the importance of 
family among African Americans in spite of the dismissal of this institution by the slave 
owner. The example of Jacobs’ father underscores her own quest for liberation and in her 
journey toward securing her own home. Jennifer Fleischner explains, “Accordingly, it is 
the death of the father that signals the introduction into Brent/Jacobs’s narrative 
consciousness of the necessity of resistance as a mode of survival and a way out of 
slavery” (85). The father, Elijah, taught Jacobs and her brother “that they were human 
beings” (10). His dissatisfaction with his status as a slave and the pernicious oppression 
that stemmed from being a piece of property incited rebellion in both Jacobs and her 
brother, William. His resistance provides the necessary tools for Jacobs to use in order to 
dismantle the influence of slavery upon her life and her children. Fleischner continues: 
To start toward freedom (literally and figuratively) entails the internal 
reconstitution of family - an inner world symbolically inhabited by 
parental imagos to love, to be loved by, and identify with. For 
Brent/Jacobs, this means the internalization of what is perceived to be the 
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father’s spirit of rebellion and revulsion against absolute authority as well 
as of the maternally associated capacities for self-sacrifice, holding, and 
remembering. To start for freedom, for Brent/Jacobs, means to have with 
her her remnant family - her children and herself in her children - in a 
home of her own. This means to be both mother and father to them and to 
herself. (87) 
Therefore, for Jacobs, her father’s example of resistance carries a great significance in 
her life, for it provides empowerment to face the inevitable conflicts that will confront 
her as an enslaved woman. It gives her the strength to rebel against impinging forces of 
racism and sexism and create a new self on her own terms. His example gives her the 
inspiration to come from behind the veil of silence and recount the detailed experience of 
her troubled life. As she embraces her father’s model of resistance, she challenges the 
myth and image of the contented and happy slave. She notes that she and her brother 
could not be happy without a father and mother and be content with their statuses as 
slaves. In fact, the father’s example incites in both Jacobs and William a dissatisfaction 
with institutionalized slavery and urges them to break free from its grasp because it 
degraded their whole persons. In her recollection, Jacobs shapes this incident as a crucial 
moment in her efforts to be a woman and mother. 
Jacobs’ grandmother, Aunt Marthy, serves as a constant source of strength and 
inspiration for her as she matures into adulthood. In fact, Aunt Marthy is her role model, 
moral confidante, and surrogate mother, providing, “all [her] comforts, spiritual or 
temporal” (11). Despite her unstable and unusual position as a free black woman on 
Flint’s plantation, Aunt Marthy is well respected in the Edenton, North Carolina 
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community, and she is known for her baked goods and respectable home. For young 
Jacobs, she epitomizes the strong black woman who was a nurturing mother and a true 
woman. As a result, Jacobs aspired to these ideals because of her example. Hazel Carby 
explains, “In a considerable number of ways, Jacobs’s figure of the grandmother 
embodied aspects of a true womanhood; she was represented as being pure and pious, a 
fountainhead of physical and spiritual sustenance for Linda, her whole family, and the 
wider black community” (57). In this case, Aunt Marthy serves as the enigmatic model 
of the tenets of the Cult of True Womanhood. The Cult of True Womanhood is 
characterized by four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity, and 
this ideology served as a guidepost for all women in the nineteenth century. Barbara 
Welter explains: 
The attributes of True Womanhood, by which a woman judged herself and 
was judged by her husband, her neighbors and society, could be divided 
into four cardinal virtues - piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness. 
Put them all together, and they spelled mother, daughter, sister, wife - 
woman. Without them, no matter whether it was fame, achievement, or 
wealth, all was ashes. With them, she was promised happiness and power. 
(21) 
Her experiences in slavery as maid and servant enabled her to serve as a proponent of this 
ideology. However, Jacobs frustrates this simple portrayal of her grandmother by 
revealing her unwillingness to submit to Dr. Flint and the ideologies of slavery, which, in 
turn, further frustrates her image as a pious, pure, and virtuous woman. This non- 
submissiveness displayed by Aunt Marthy stems from the betrayal of being an enslaved 
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female. She has been hardened from the inherent contradictions that colored her daily 
lived experiences. She had been hurt by the fact that she was unable to purchase her son 
and against her dead mistress’ wishes in her will that granted her freedom, Dr. Flint 
attempted to sell her, continuing her bondage. These actions have left Aunt Marthy with 
a sense of bitterness and enraged within her a spirit of rebellion that will allow her to be 
freed from the dregs of being human chattel, and she, in turn, does not submit to Flint’s 
and to other white men’s requests. For instance, after Nat Turner’s insurrection and the 
raiders come to her house, Aunt Marthy courageously defends her home and states, “You 
may be sure we didn’t pilfer ‘em from your houses” (65). Even though she is a caring 
and compassionate individual, she becomes stubborn in order to assert her new and 
empowered self, and this motivates young Brent/Jacobs to do the same. In short, Aunt 
Marthy’s example provides an effective model of resistance against the evils of slavery. 
Aunt Marthy’s image bears a striking similarity to the depiction of the Mammy 
that prevailed within antebellum southern culture. Deborah Gray White explains: 
Mammy was, thus, the perfect image for antebellum Southerners. As the 
personification of the ideal slave, and the ideal woman, Mammy was an 
ideal symbol of the patriarchal tradition. She was not just a product of the 
“cultural uplift” theory, she was also a product of the forces that in the 
South raised motherhood to sainthood. As part of the benign slave 
tradition, and as part of the cult of domesticity, Mammy was the 
centerpiece in the antebellum Southerner’s perception of the perfectly 
organized society. (58) 
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Aunt Marthy was a surrogate mother and faithful servant to the Flint family. She was a 
deeply religious woman who believed in virtue and piety. She was the respected and 
dependable friend and advisor who helped, not only the white family she served, but also 
the entire slave community. Thus, she becomes an ideal representative of true 
womanhood and the epitome of the Victorian woman’s image. On the other hand, this 
mammy figure is problematic for black womanhood because it marginalizes and 
stigmatizes it and perpetuates the damaging stereotypes surrounding black women. This 
mammy figure is also problematic because it sets white womanhood as the standard by 
which black women can aspire. Even though Jacobs attempts to promote an interracial 
sisterhood within the text, the differing cultural backgrounds of black and white women 
cannot allow for one background to be the standard for another because it creates a 
structure of dominance that places one group over the other. As Carby explains, “Black 
women were not represented as the same order of being as their mistresses; they lacked 
the physical, external evidence of the presence of a pure soul” (26). Thus, Jacobs’ 
portrayal of her grandmother becomes complicated because it reinforces the erroneous 
cultural myths and misconceptions concerning the enslaved black woman. Aunt 
Marthy’s womanly virtue and religious morality is used as an indicator that slavery 
provided a moral good for the enslaved person, which was a prevalent justification of the 
existence of institutionalized slavery. As a result, Jacobs uses the description of Aunt 
Marthy to show her difficulty in upholding the virtues of the Cult of True Womanhood. 
As a black woman, Aunt Marthy is in a peculiar position. Even though she is free, there 
are social and cultural parameters to which she must submit. Jacobs also uses her 
grandmother as an example of how racism complicates gender identities and frustrates 
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the development of black womanhood. Foster asserts, “Although the social and 
economic realities of black life did not allow strict adherence to the Cult of True 
Womanhood, black women, at least publicly, aspired to this standard” (Conjuring 34). 
Aunt Marthy’s Christian ethics portray her as a proponent of True Womanhood, but the 
realities of racism and sexism upon black women’s lives does not allow her to express 
her new self completely. As a result, Jacobs struggles with these types of hardships in 
order to define and assert her new and empowered identity. 
In Incidents, Jacobs does not give a treatise on the general inhumanity of slavery. 
She gives a detailed account on the degradation of black womanhood and motherhood in 
the nineteenth century. She gives value to her text by confronting the misconceptions 
about enslaved black women in the antebellum south. She revises the cultural 
conventions of true womanhood to show their inadequate application toward black 
women and cleverly achieves this feat through the genre of sentimental women’s fiction 
without sacrificing their identities as black women. She asserts and upholds the black 
cultural values of motherhood and womanhood amid the cultural and social restrictions of 
the day. She empowers herself through cleverly defeating Flint at his own game of 
trickery, which enables her to become a creative agent in defining her own identity. She 
subverts the male patriarchy by defining a new woman who is whole in every manner. 
As a result, Jacobs provides a new model of black womanhood that situates enslaved 
black women as victors who assert their lull humanity and allows them to create new, 
independent, and empowered selves that refute the stereotypic categorizations of black 
women. 
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A central theme within Incidents is Jacobs’s sexuality. At the tender young age of 
fifteen, she becomes aware of Dr. Flint’s sexual advances, and these advances terribly 
torment the young adolescent. She writes: 
But I now entered on my fifteenth year - a sad epoch in the life of a slave 
girl. My master began to whisper foul words in my ear. Young as I was, I 
could not remain ignorant of their import. I tried to treat them with 
indifference or contempt.. .He was a crafty man, and resorted to many 
means to accomplish his purposes. Sometimes he had stormy, terrific 
ways, that made his victims tremble; sometimes he assured a gentleness 
that he thought most surely subdue. (27) 
Jacobs’ awareness of Dr. Flint’s sexual advances reveals her sexual vulnerability as an 
enslaved black woman. As seen here, the dynamics of race, gender, class, and sexuality 
merge and interlock to heighten her troubled plight. Thus, Jacobs is trapped in a 
conundrum that confines her gender identity because of the complicated gender networks 
within both the white slaveholding and slave communities. Dr. Flint’s sexual advances 
devalue Jacobs’ womanhood, and it dismantles her self-esteem as a black woman. In 
fact, his advances cause her to become vulnerable to his compulsion and a sexual target 
for his own. Jacobs states: 
He told me I was his property; that I must be subject to his will in all 
things. My soul revolted against the mean tyranny. But where could I turn 
for protection? No matter whether the slave girl be black as ebony or as 
fair as her mistress. In either case, there is no shadow of law to protect her 
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from insult, from violence, or even from death; all these are inflicted by 
fiends who bear the shape of men. (27) 
There was no legal recourse for a slave generally; however, there were differences in 
North Carolina law as Yellin points out in the notes following Incidents (287). The law 
was essentially to the master’s benefit, and it justified his sexual infidelity and his power 
over his slave and wife. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese explains: 
The domination of the master weighed heavily on slaveholding and slave 
women alike, but with very different consequences. For slaveholding 
women, that domination merged with their personal relations as daughters, 
wives, and mothers in a way that encouraged them to see it, not merely as 
legitimate but as natural. For slave women, it superseded their relations as 
daughters, wives, and mothers with the men and women of their slave 
community. (30) 
As Jacobs recounts, Dr. Flint seeks for her to be his concubine, one who will fulfill his 
sexual desires. At this point, Jacobs realizes her status as a commodity and rejects the 
social and economic value that is placed upon her. She realizes her inner self-worth 
because of the virtues and values that Aunt Marthy instilled within her. However, she 
cannot express this newly found independence because she will disobey Dr. Flint and risk 
her personal safety. Therefore, Jacobs finds herself confined to the interlocking trappings 
of race, gender, class, and sexuality, and her identity is further suppressed. 
As Jacobs reflects upon this incident, she confronts the Cult of True Womanhood 
and shows how it hinders the development of the black woman’s self. She states, “If God 
has bestowed beauty upon her, it will prove her greatest curse. That which commands 
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admiration in the white woman only hastens the degradation of the female slave” (28). 
Jacobs reveals the sexual victimization of slave women by showing that beauty incites 
such activity. As a result, the enslaved black female is looked upon as an exoticized 
individual and is propelled as an object that cannot be attained. Once again, Jacobs 
shows that black womanhood is marginalized by white womanhood. The notion of 
impeccable beauty has always been a standard for white women and has essentially been 
the guidepost for all women. However, for enslaved women, beauty classifies them as 
sexual prey for their masters. In response to this, Jacobs reveals how culturally 
sanctioned beliefs about beauty and womanhood created obstacles for them while under 
subjection as they strove to achieve their new selves. 
Hazel Carby explains the role of black women writers in regard to disclosing their 
sexuality and how they confront their parameters of their subjugation. She writes: 
Black women, in gaining their public presence as writers, would directly 
confront the political and economic dimensions of their subjugation. They 
had to define a discourse of black womanhood which would not only 
address their exclusion from this ideology of true womanhood but as a 
consequence of this exclusion, would also rescue their bodies from a 
persistent association with illicit sexuality. (32) 
For Jacobs, being black and a woman created many tensions within the white 
slaveholding and black slave communities, and it caused a major schism in male and 
female relationships on the plantation. Further, strained gender relations complicated the 
interconnected relationships between master, mistress, and slave. Within her narrative, 
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through the narrator Linda Brent, Jacobs redefines black womanhood so that it will affirm 
her personal identity. A good example of this is the Sands affair. 
When Dr. Flint rejects Jacobs’ request for marrying her lover, a free black 
carpenter, she decides to take matters into her own hands and construct her own strategies 
for resisting Flint and his ideologies. Jacobs strongly believes that marriage between 
black persons should be permitted because it was ethically right. When Dr. Flint 
threatened to kill her, she lashes back and states: “You have tried to kill me, and I wish 
you had; but you have no right to do as you like with me” (39). This verbal resistance 
carries dire consequences for Jacobs because it legally meant whipping or even death. 
However, this verbal resistance empowers Jacobs to fight against his sexual advances, 
and most importantly, the physical and psychological confinement. Her resistance to 
Flint in this episode portrays her frustration and apparent dissatisfaction with the cultural, 
social, and political regulations that dictated the daily lives of plantation slaves, and as a 
result, impinged upon their existence. Nevertheless, this fearless resistance inspires her 
to perform a daring act that will be very costly, but will help her gain many rewards as 
she pushes to craft her new and empowered identity. In fact, Jacobs vows to recount the 
details of this sexual experience. She states: “It pains me to tell you of it; but I have 
promised to tell you the truth, and I will do it honestly, let it cost me what it may” (53- 
54). Despite the barriers that she would encounter, Jacobs decides to retell the experience 
amid the nineteenth century social and cultural taboos. Jacobs decides to continue to 
portray her experiences because she wants to tell the truth of the female slave experience 
in the antebellum south. As a result, she empowers herself to recount the depth of female 
sexual degradation and victimization and how it affects the lives of enslaved black 
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women as both women and mothers. In turn, she courageously confronts the 
contradictions of American slavery and redefines black womanhood 
Jacobs’ choice of Mr. Sands, “a white, unmarried gentleman,” as her suitor and 
father of her children directly resists Dr. Flint’s sexual advances and shows her revulsion 
of his sexual practices. Furthermore, it reveals her dislike of Dr. Flint, and her initiation 
of this affair portrays Jacobs as a creative, moral agent who is capable of controlling her 
own sexuality. Her actions place her position and portrayal as a “true woman” in 
jeopardy, but she argues, “It seems less degrading to give one’s self, than to submit to 
compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in having a lover who has not control 
over you, except that which he gains by kindness and attachment” (55). As her master, 
Dr. Flint cannot fulfill her sexually and intimately because of the master/slave 
relationship and the fact that she does not want to be raped by him. Also, through Flint’s 
pursuits, he seeks to dominate Jacobs as his sexual slave. For Jacobs, this will not work 
because she seeks to become a whole person and strips away the trappings of gender, 
race, and sexuality that encroach upon her life. She wants to be affirmed not only as a 
woman and later as mother, but also valued as an individual. Jacobs further explains her 
rationale for choosing Sands, “A master may treat you as rudely as he pleases, and you 
dare not speak; moreover, the wrong does not seem so great with an unmarried man, as 
with one who has a wife to be made unhappy. There may be sophistry in all this; but the 
condition of a slave confuses all principles of morality, and, in fact, renders the practice 
of them impossible” (55). Her choice of Mr. Sands may have violated The Cult of True 
Womanhood, which states that a woman must be pure, however, it shows her as a victor 
46 
instead of a victim, asserting “I know what I did, and I did it with deliberate calculation” 
(54). 
Jacobs’ reflection over this traumatic episode asserts her authorial authority and 
control and shows how her condition as a female slave influenced her decision. She 
writes: 
Pity me, and pardon me, O virtuous reader. You never knew what it is to 
be a slave; to be entirely unprotected by law or custom; to have the laws 
reduce you to the condition of a chattel, entirely subject to the will of 
another .. .1 know I did wrong. No one can feel it more sensibly than I do. 
The painful and humiliating memory will haunt me to my dying day. Still, 
in looking back calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that the slave 
woman ought not to be judged by the same standard as others. (55-56) 
Again, Jacobs uses the sentimental form to appeal to the sensibilities of the northern 
white female audience. However, she feels emancipated by her act, even though it 
threatens her identity as a “true woman”. As Mary Helen Washington affirms, “ Brent’s 
deliberate and knowing choice to take a white lover and to bear two children by him in 
order to foil Dr. Flint’s plans to make her his mistress is, in some ways, an act of 
emancipation” (6). Through her guilt, she begins to assert her independence and to craft 
her new identity. Her daring act bolsters her self-confidence and prepares her for the 
ultimate act: freeing herself from the confines of institutionalized slavery and finding a 
home for her children and herself. Valerie Smith states that slave autobiographies “leave 
the impress of their personal experience on the structure in which they tell their story” 
(12). Jacobs validates her own experience in slavery and imposes it upon the judgment 
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and perspective of her audience, who has ignorance about the dangers of human 
enslavement for the enslaved black female. In this instance, she revises the cultural 
conventions of gender and womanhood in order to confront the troubling image of the 
enslaved black female. Not only does she show this victimization of these women, but 
also defiantly declares their inherent humanity. In Jacobs’ view, the enslaved black 
female should not be judged by the white cultural values of the period because those 
values do not capture the essence of their struggles against white patriarchy, domination, 
and control and the attendant struggles of being a woman and mother in a society that did 
not recognize such roles for black women. Additionally, the tenets of white womanhood 
prove problematic for black womanhood because they inherently deny the reality of the 
double burden of slavery, the intermingling of race and gender, within their lives. 
Further, they de-emphasize how class and sexuality created dynamic tensions between 
black and white women. In spite of this, Jacobs overcomes these limitations in order to 
craft and define her new, personal identity, which is empowered by her bold courage and 
indomitable will. 
Through her pseudonym, Linda Brent, Jacobs finds her freedom from her own 
spaces of confinement. Prior to this discovery, she is hemmed in by Dr. Flint’s 
importunities. She relates, “My master met me at every turn, reminding me that I 
belonged to him, and swearing by heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to 
him. If I went out for a breath of fresh air, after a day of unwearied toil, his footsteps 
dogged me. If I knelt by my mother’s grave, his dark shadow fell on me there” (28). 
Jacobs reveals the impact of psychological and physical confinement and how Flint 
induces it. These aspects threaten to marginalize her existence and instill in her a 
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submissive attitude toward Flint’s sexual advances. However, she has resolved that she 
will not be subdued by Flint’s requests. She boldly declares: 
When he told me that I was made for his use, made to obey his command 
in every thing; that I was nothing but a slave, whose will must and should 
surrender to his, never before had my puny arm felt so strong. . .The war 
of my life had begun; and though one of God’s most powerless creatures, I 
resolved never to be conquered. (18-19) 
At this moment, Jacobs becomes a crafty strategist and begins to devise and implement 
her plan for freedom for her children and herself. Under Flint, her options were severely 
limited, and thus she had to create a way in order to survive the constant pursuits. From 
being in the closets of two friends and lastly, in her grandmother’s garret, Jacobs 
carefully plots her triumphant escape not only from the institution but also the ideological 
trappings of human enslavement. 
Her seven-year imprisonment in her grandmother’s attic, the longest, yet most 
liberating confinement, provides Jacobs with the assurance that she will indeed be free 
from the limits of the Cult of True Womanhood. This confinement allows her to affirm 
her dual roles as woman and mother. She becomes the ultimate trickster as she sends 
letters from her grandmother’s garret to Northern cities to prevent Dr. Flint from locating 
her. This “loophole of retreat”, as she terms it, provides her with the impetus to attain her 
new identity despite the physical, psychological, and spiritual ills she suffered as a result. 
This confinement ultimately highlights the dilemma of black women under the scourge of 
slavery. The social dynamics of race and gender in addition to class and sexuality 
provide crucial and formidable challenges in which Jacobs had to confront and overcome. 
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For Jacobs, these spaces of confinement reveal the complexity of her life as an enslaved 
black woman. 
In the last chapter of Incidents, Jacobs is a maid in the home of Mr. and Mrs. 
Bruce. Mrs. Bruce is sympathetic towards Jacobs’s status as a fugitive slave since Dr. 
Flint is looking for her, and she purchases her. Once Jacobs discovers this act, she 
becomes disturbed because it seems to her, enslavement, again. She recalls: 
The more my mind had become enlightened, the more difficult it was for 
me to consider myself an article of property; and to pay money to those 
who had so grievously oppressed me seemed like taking from my 
sufferings the glory of triumph. I wrote to Mrs. Bruce, thanking her, but 
saying that being sold from one owner to another seemed too much like 
slavery; that such a great obligation could not easily be cancelled; and that 
I preferred to go to my brother in California. (199) 
The buying and selling of Jacobs from Dr. Flint is “an act that demonstrates the white 
woman’s power and the black woman’s powerlessness” (Washington 11). At first, 
Jacobs refuses to be estimated as chattel again, and she feels that her own efforts to 
secure her and her children’s freedom are in vain. Her outrage and anger reveals her vile 
resentment against the “demon of slavery”. Even though Mrs. Bruce wanted to grant 
Jacobs her freedom, her act reinforces the cycle of dominion and power that she was 
subjected to in the south. Furthermore, it suppresses both her womanhood and 
motherhood and creates an obstacle in her quest toward achieving her personal identity. 
After much recollection, Jacobs saw Mrs. Bruce’s act as a “heavy load [that] had been 
lifted from my weary shoulders” (200). This incident reveals the dominion of white 
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womanhood over black womanhood. Since Mrs. Bruce buys Jacobs’ freedom, she usurps 
her agency and diminishes her chances of securing her freedom for her and her children 
by her own means. She, in essence, becomes Jacobs’ master, and it reinvents the cycle of 
domination from which Jacobs escapes. As a result, it suppresses her newly discovered 
personal identity. 
The end of Incidents portrays Jacobs as a strong black woman who is free with 
her children who overcame insurmountable adversity. She triumphantly strips away the 
trappings of race, gender, class, and sexuality to reveal her new and empowered identity. 
She declares: 
Reader, my story ends with freedom, not in the usual way, with marriage. 
I and my children are now free! We are as free from the power of 
slaveholders as are the white people of the north; and though that 
according to my ideas, is not saying a great deal, it is a vast improvement 
in my condition. The dream of my life is not yet realized. I do not sit with 
my children in a home of my own. I still long for a hearthstone of my 
own, however humble. I wish it for my children’s sake far more than my 
own. (201) 
Jacobs subverts the traditional ending of sentimental fiction and, in fact, the women’s 
role and place in antebellum southern culture. She asserts her independence and projects 
her newly created self upon her audience unabashedly. Racial and gender discrimination 
no longer plague her life and now she can create the life she wants for her children and 
herself on her own terms. However, it becomes a bittersweet ending because she does 
not have the means by which to hold her family together. The reality of racism and 
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sexism in addition to the dire social and economic realities of black life continue to haunt 
Jacobs at the end of her autobiography. Even with this reality, she secures freedom from 
the grips of slavery and begins to assert her new and empowered identity. In the end, as 
Joanne M. Braxton states, she becomes the “articulate heroine” who bravely defies the 
cultural and social conventions that shaped gender roles and redefines the image of black 
women in the nineteenth century. 
In Incidents, Harriet Jacobs creates a new model for black womanhood that 
affirms black cultural values and revises existing misconceptions about womanhood and 
motherhood. She assumes the tenets of the Cult of True Womanhood at times, but 
appropriates them to portray the inadequate inapplicability to black women. Also, she 
uses female networks as sources of inspiration in her quest toward achieving her new 
identity. Most importantly, she courageously depicts the sexual victimization and 
degradation of enslaved black women in the plantation south and provides new 
perspectives on American institutionalized slavery. 
CHAPTER IV 
CONCLUSION 
The autobiographies of enslaved black men and women of the nineteenth century 
revise and challenge the traditional mode and content of American autobiography. 
Additionally, male and female ex-slave narrators offer new methods of self construction 
and innovative ways of interpreting the sociopolitical and economic realities of their 
lives. In fact, their remaking of themselves becomes complicated by these realities of 
black life in the antebellum south. In this vein, the autobiographical narratives of 
Frederick Douglass and Harriet Ann Jacobs not only recast and reshape themselves as 
free and victorious human beings within their texts, but also critique the ideologies of 
American slavery that justify their subjugation, marginalization, and disempowerment. 
Both writers navigate through the problematic, yet intersecting factors of race, gender, 
class, and sexuality and the flawed definitions of masculinity and femininity to create, 
even define, new and empowered identities. 
The analysis of the autobiographies of Douglass and Jacobs provoked some 
questions that guided the critical examination of these two prominent texts. The main 
focus was on how the interplay of race and gender influenced the development of a new 
and empowered identity and the strategies that Douglass and Jacobs devised in order to 
achieve this task. Three distinct conclusions arise from the study. First, race complicates 
gender identities through the suppression of the enslaved person’s humanity. Second, 
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bias about Douglass’ manhood being a threat to his own. Further, Douglass’ battle with 
Covey reveals the connections between race and masculinity and how it creates skewed 
misconceptions of manhood during the nineteenth century. Because Covey believes that 
he is superior to Douglass because of his race, he also believes that he is physically 
superior to him. It again creates the tensions between Covey as white master and 
Douglass as the black slave. This intense struggle between Douglass and Covey reflects 
the nineteenth century conceptions of masculinity and men’s role in the antebellum south. 
Second, gender complicates racial identities through the reduction of black 
manhood and womanhood as human chattel. When Douglass first arrives on the Covey 
plantation, he realizes that Covey’s purpose is to place him under his complete 
submission. Douglass receives the harshest treatment on his plantation, and he describes 
his treatment by saying “I was broken in body, soul, and spirit” and “Behold, a man 
transformed into a brute”. His statements capture the blatant disregard and devaluation of 
his manhood, and he descriptively reveals how he is a commodity to Covey. 
For Jacobs, Dr. Flint’s sexual advances continuously threaten her womanhood. 
His actions place her in a vulnerable position as an enslaved black woman. As a result, 
she becomes victimized and devalued. In Flint’s eyes, he only views Jacobs as his 
potential sexual concubine and toy. In this case, he objectifies and commodifies her 
sexuality as well as her womanhood. 
Third, Douglass and Jacobs achieve and assert their newly created and 
empowered personal identities through the creation of rhetorical devices and creative 
survival strategies. They invent innovative ways in which they cope with the institution 
of slavery. For instance, when Douglass is young, he tricks the young white boys to 
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teach him how to write. Through this incident, Douglass inverts the power relationship 
between black and white men. On the other hand, Jacobs imprisons herself within her 
grandmother’s attic for seven years, and she even receives physical health problems after 
such a confinement. As Jacobs reveals, she does this not only for herself, but also for her 
two children. In each case, Douglass and Jacobs become active and creative agents in 
their quests to define and even assert their new and empowered identities. 
Many similarities and differences derive between African-American slave 
autobiography and traditional (white) American autobiography. They both emphasize an 
individual journey toward self-actualization and self-fulfillment. In each case, both 
herald overcoming insurmountable obstacles of despair and desperation to achieve 
freedom of self as the ultimate success. In contrast, the main and most important 
difference between traditional (white) autobiography and African-American slave 
autobiography is the latter’s sophisticated treatments of race, gender, class, and sexuality 
and their subsequent nuanced responses to the interlocking and institutional oppressions 
of racism and sexism. 
Black male slave narratives tend to be individualist, meaning the protagonist 
focuses on his own efforts to secure his freedom. In contrast, black female slave 
narratives emphasize the collective support that the protagonist receives during her quest 
toward her freedom and acknowledges that these social and familial networks were 
instrumental in helping her to attain her personal self. The narratives of Douglass and 
Jacobs exemplify these characteristics, and these differences reveal the gendered division 
of labor on the plantation and the specific roles to which enslaved men and women were 
assigned. 
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In Douglass’ Narrative, he specifically focuses upon the impact of race and 
gender upon his life, and it traces the attainment of his manhood. Valerie Smith notes, 
“The primary figure for the meaning of Douglass’s life is, however, a pattern that 
oscillates between slavehood and manhood” (22). In other words, Douglass shows “how 
a man was made a slave [and] how a slave was made a man” (107). Douglass’ main goal 
is to prove his manhood and assert his inherent humanity amid the paradoxical cultural 
definitions of masculinity. He shows how racial and gender politics defined his role as an 
enslaved black male. As the protagonist of the narrative, he reveals his masculine power 
and rugged individuality to prove himself as one who exemplifies the ideals of American 
manhood. Unlike Jacobs, he does not have to display or discuss his sexuality. Mary 
Helen Washington explains this phenomenon, “In the male slave narrative, for example, 
sexuality is nearly always avoided, and when it does surface it is to report the sexual 
abuse of female slaves. The male slave narrator was under no compulsion to discuss his 
own sexuality nor that of other men” (xxii-xxiii). Thus, the intersection of race, gender, 
and sexuality is not explored in Douglass’ narrative, but it is implied. Douglass defends 
his black masculinity by overthrowing Covey and as a result reclaims his manhood. This 
act of self liberation empowers him to proclaim and present to the world that he is a free 
man who is a rational, thinking being. 
Mary Helen Washington explains the importance of black women’s narratives. 
She states, “Narratives by women play an important part in allowing us to hear the voices 
of slave women; they show women as active agents rather than objects of pity, capable of 
interpreting their experiences and, like men, able to turn their victimization into triumph” 
(8). In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Harriet Jacobs courageously recounts the 
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details of her sexual victimization and degradation. She notes the impact of the double 
burden of racism and sexism upon her slave experience and her attempts to overcome the 
racist exploitation. When Jacobs states, “Slavery is terrible for men, but it is far more 
terrible for women. Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and 
sufferings, and mortifications, peculiarly their own” (77), she makes a bold assertion 
about the dilemma of enslaved black women that reflects her experience. Jacobs does not 
dismiss the impact of slavery’s dehumanization upon enslaved black men, but she notes 
that the enslaved woman’s plight was heightened by the constant threat of rape and 
sexual violence. Racism and sexism intensify enslaved black women’s oppression, and 
these factors weigh significantly upon their lives not only as women, but as mothers in a 
culture that did not recognize such a role for enslaved black women. As a result of 
racism and sexism, they become victims to the patriarchal institution. 
At it is seen here, there are similarities between black male and female slave 
autobiographies. The common themes displayed in the narratives of DouglaSs and Jacobs 
are the impact of slave dehumanization and physical violence, the deconstruction of the 
slave’s self, and the suppression of the enslaved person’s voice. The divergence between 
these narratives lies at their analyses of race, gender, and sexuality. Douglass and Jacobs 
treat the axis of conflict, dominion, and power very differently, and they show how their 
subjugation empowers the white male supremacy in the plantation south. However, 
Douglass and Jacobs usurp the power of their masters by resisting the ideologies that 
confined their existence and create new identities that affirm their humanity. To this end, 
they become victors over institutionalized oppression and entrenched racist and sexist 
cultural ideologies through their writings. 
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Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs provided the model for other slave 
narratives to emulate. Their sophisticated and nuanced treatments of the intersection of 
race, gender, (and in Jacobs’ case), sexuality provide new insights about the inner lives of 
enslaved persons on the plantation and the social, cultural, and political ideologies that 
continue their oppression. As narrators, they superbly craft and present their lives as 
freed and creative human beings who value human dignity, respect, and self-worth. 
These narratives bear the painful truth of America’s racial past and stand as lasting 
contributions to the American and African-American literary traditions. 
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